INTRODUCTION	xcv
minute scrutiny of economic literature of varying degrees
of merit and authority, but by a comprehensive view of
public policy as it was framed in Acts of Parliament and
administrative   regulations.    We   may,   for   instance,   dis-
count the erroneous opinions on the subject of money—
which were not unknown then as now—when we find that
they were not reflected in actual mercantilist practice ;  and
other examples exhibit the divergence between economic
ideas and economic realities.    More fairly we can criticize
the   Mercantile   System   for   pursuing   aims   which   were
mutually    contradictory.      The    Navigation    Acts    were
intended to foster a mercantile marine but they hampered
industry  and  commerce  upon  which  the  carrying  trade
depended :   the protection given to one branch of industry
was often detrimental to other branches :   the old colonial
system served to limit rather than extend the capacity of
the colonies to absorb the products of the mother country.
A study of these inherent contradictions in Mercantilism
conveys the impression that it was largely nebulous and
opportunist.    The flux of human affairs and the needs of
an ever-changing environment cut athwart the systematic
working out of a planned economy based on specified and
unvarying principles.    We must therefore avoid the assump-
tion that there was consistency or uniformity either in the
conception or execution of the national programme, though
there was unmistakably an underlying purpose.    Another
valid criticism of the Mercantile System is that it looked
with jealousy upon the prosperity of other countries—at one
time Spain, then Holland, subsequently France ; and it did
not recognize (as is often the case to-day) that a trading
nation benefits by having wealthy customers even if they
are also competitors.    Its standpoint was that of a merchant
who sees his opportunity in the misfortunes of a rival;  and
the notion of a static world with fixed resources  failed
to visualize the dynamic potentialities latent in the inter-
national division of labour.    The commercial jealousies be-
tween nations proved a fertile source of wars, for which a
heavy price was exacted in  the dislocation of industry,
the increase of unemployment, and the erection of work-

